24               AFTER    THESE     MANY    QUESTS
pitches were roped off and nurtured during the winter, but the majority were extremely rough. I often wonder how Bradman would have fared on such wickets, on which the path of the ball was quite unpredictable. My own scores varied from nought to three and, on completing an erratic innings, I used to thank my lucky stars that I had not been maimed for life. After facing a demon bowler on Wanstead Flats, one felt afraid of nothing.
A slightly longer walk brought us to the rural seclusion of Wanstead Park, with its ornamental waters and winding, picturesque Heron Pond. It was a happy hunting ground for conkers and acorns in the autumn and a paradise for slides and skating during the winter.
I was transferred to Water Lane Elementary School, run by West Ham Borough Council, and with self-conscious pride took my place with about sixty other boys in Standard I of the Boys' Department, leaving the Infants' Department, scornfully, for ever. We scratched away on slates, rubbing out our efforts with filthy bits of rag that were nominally supposed to be wetted with water, but were, more often, spat upon. My fellow students cannot have been very brilliant, for I was easily top of the class. The trouble was that the best pupils were swiftly translated to higher and higher spheres, regardless of age. This soon got me floundering out my depth, dealing with such horrors as vulgar fractions, parseing and analysing. It also led, in due course, to a scholarship class run by the tubby and irascible head-teacher. All the classrooms opened out of a main hall where the Head sat at a raised desk. When he banged twice on his bell, those shivering victims for whom the bell tolled had to leave their classrooms and line up before him. He would then begin to plumb the full depths of our abysmal ignorance, growing more and more irritable with each fresh revelation of our utter incompetence.
At home I became a voracious reader, and was perpetually sitting in the corner of the basement sitting-room absorbed in some book. West Ham Municipal Library happened to be almost opposite, and I speedily ran through the whole gamut of dog-cared literature for boys. E. Nesbit, Ballan-tyne, Henty, Talbot Baines Reid and Captain Marryat led